Bishop McHugh
I agree. But I also think it underscored part of my concern, and that is, it is part of a cultural context that eliminated it. When the documents came to New York, it was a different understanding of women that is perhaps local to ten square blocks of New York City that wrote the document and excluded that concept, because that's not part of their lexicon. The second comment I want to make is that you did not have to feel uncomfortable showing the Playboy pictures. In fact it's important to show them, because we in the United States face recurring court cases brought by women who have been excluded from restaurants or other places for breastteeding. They have to go to the courts to vindicate what seems to me ought to be a natural right. But you can walk into any drugstore, and what you have is mild compared with what you can get from the so-called girlie magazines.
Dr. Sommerfeldt
Just a very brief comment on the Women's Conference in Beijing. I had a call from someone from New York asking if the Demographic and Health Survey could give an estimate of the burden that breastfeeding imposes on women. I think the reason for this question was to support an argument that it was difficult to breastfeed and perhaps that women shouldn't do it. I said that, first, I didn't think it was a burden. Second, I said there was no way we could provide that kind of quantification, although all they had to do was pick up our report and take whatever information they wanted from it. I also said that if a woman didn't breastfeed and didn't use contraception and conceived again very soon, that would be a much greater burden on her than breastteeding. She never contacted me again. Maybe she got an answer from someone else. I don't know.
Dr. Van Esterik
We had a major problem. The Health Caucus was controlled by someone who was very close to multinational companies, and we had BINGOs (Business Interest NonGovernmental Organizations) in that caucus, not women's interests NGOs. One thing that made it very difficult was that they went around to some people we were lobbying and talked about how people who were promoting breastfeeding were just trying to make women feel guilty if they couldn't breastfeed. They kept asking other people for statistics about how many women couldn't breastfeed. I will leave you with a popular article, as well as an academic one, arguing that breastfeeding is a feminist issue. The first is designed specifically for radical North American and European women's groups that do not usually think about breastfeeding, and the second is to tell them why they should consider breastfeeding as a feminist issue.
Dr. Menken
I think we would be unrealistic if we said that breastfeeding was not a burden. It is a burden if women are hassled in the ways that we have been talking about. It's made a burden, and I think that's exactly the kind of point we are addressing. These are burdens caused by culture, and many of the issues we need to address are making it comfortable, promoting an atmosphere, just as many people live in an atmosphere where their attempts to breastfeed are frowned upon and discouraged. My first kid was born in Bethesda Medical Center. Let me tell you, the fight to breastfeed 29 years ago was really something. Not many people have the energy. They are fighting too many other battles. What we need to say is that under the right circumstances, it is not a burden; it's much better, and it's much easier, but I think we have to recognize that.
Dr. Perez
I was going to make this comment in a later session, but I believe that now is the moment. We are all interested in promoting breastfeeding, but we have to remember that the breast is one of the most important sexual symbols of a woman's body. More than that, it is not only a symbol, it is a very important organ that participates in the sexual union. The nipple is especially important in a woman's orgasm. Thus, if somebody proved that it is true that breastfeeding destroys this symbol, this organ, we would have a great enemy. If it is not true, we have to teach women that it's not true. I do not know if it is true or not, but we have to keep in mind that the breast is not only a place where women produce milk. It is a very important organ in the sexual relationship of couples.
Dr. Van Esterik
Most of the work that I have been doing this month at the Bellagio Study Center concentrates on the cultural construction of women's bodies. I' d like to argue that the breast is not universally a sexual symbol. It could be buttocks or legs or other body parts that are considered most attractive about a woman. But I agree with you in terms of having to consider breasts as sex objects. Hundreds of years of Cartesian dualisms, mind versus body, sexuality versus nurturance, maternity is over here and sexuality is over there. Breastfeeding advocates have a lot of work to do to show that this is not an either/or situation. It is both.
A woman was arrested in Ontario for obscene behaviour for taking her shirt off, and I was an expert witness. I spent two hours on the stand trying to argue that I could comment on ordinary breasts, not just lactating breasts. I argued that men's breasts and nipples are also sexually responsive and are also important in sexual foreplay, and women have to sit there and control themselves if a man takes his shirt off, and it's not considered obscene behaviour. Although there are differences, the differences must be culturally constructed, because you can go to beaches in parts of Europe and it's not shocking, as you mentioned the other day. But a woman breastfeeding on a nude beach that's what's shocking. Basically, we have to change the whole way we've been thinking for the last 500 years, so we have a lot of work to do.
Dr. Pollitt
I will play the devil's advocate. In a way, I don't think what Professor Hanson has presented is social construction, because there is no cultural constructivism in immunology or in many other biological aspects of breastfeeding I worry that if we emphasize the social behavioural component of breastfeeding too much, where is the seed for cultural constructivism? There may be a possibility of losing some strength in the argument of how important breastfeeding is from a biological perspective, and although I agree with you that one goes with the other, we must try to evaluate whether, by putting too much emphasis on cultural construct, we may lose some strength in the argument for the biological importance of breastfeeding.
Dr. Van Esterik
I think you have made the biological points pretty clearly over the last few days.
Dr. Garza
Well, it's brief, but it's important, I hope. Because we've constructed most of this discussion around changing behaviours, I' d like you to talk a little about how we protect the social constructs that exist, because we saw data earlier showing that 50% to 90% of women are breastfeeding. Thus, we seem to have a significant advantage in protecting a practice that does exist. How do we use the cultural constructs that have maintained this for the last 20 to 25 years?
Dr. Van Esterik
I don't have a clear answer. It is very important that we work with very local and specific understandings of infant feeding. We should pay much more attention to language and linguistic issues within communication campaigns to ensure we are using the words of the women we want to influence. In other words, we should put much more emphasis on the experiences of women themselves. I would hope that these experiences, in fact, will be parallel discourses. In other words, the scientific and the biological discourse will be much better understood if they are related to women's experiences, so that women's breastfeeding experiences will be much more prominent. I think these narratives are absolutely critical. I don't know how they would fit in with your research designs, but I don't see that they would do any harm as illustrating another way of thinking alongside the scientific papers on this topic.
